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Notes: Iran-contra Investigation, July 11-14
by Deborah Tyroler
Category/Department: General
Published: Wednesday, July 22, 1987
July 11: A majority of those questioned in a NEW YORK TIMES/ CBS News poll published today
doubted that President Reagan was telling the truth when he insists he did not know of the
diversion of Iran arms sales profits to the contras. The poll showed favorable public views of both
fired National Security Council aide Lt. Col. Oliver North and the select congressional committees
investigating the Iran-contra affair. The majority expressed unfavorable opinions of Reagan's policy
on Latin America and his handling of Iran-contra matters. 57% said they believed North "was acting
with the knowledge and approval of Ronald Reagan," and 56% said they thought the president was
lying when he denied knowing about the diversion of funds to the contras. The telephone poll of
658 people, conducted July 9, had a margin of sampling error of plus or minus 4-5 points. Members
of the congressional select committees said the favorable public reaction to North's testimony does
not lessen their determination to conduct an aggressive investigation into his activities and the
Reagan administration's policies on Iran and Nicaragua. In interviews on the evening of July 10
and today, after four days of testimony, the leading senators and representatives from both parties
said they did not believe the public regard for North translated into support for his policies or
disapproval of the committees. "It's not that they agreed with the colonel," said Daniel K. Inouye
(D-Hawaii) and chairman of the Senate panel, adding that "it's that people hated to see him hung
out to dangle in the wind" by the administration. Moreover, the legislators said that by the week's
end they sensed a shift in momentum. The committees' mail, according to a spokesman, was heavily
critical of the investigation early in the week, but Friday it turned around. Several legislators said
they had seen a similar shift in their personal mail. For months, said Warren B. Rudman (R-NH),
vice chairman of the Senate committee, the White House had depicted North as "the evil wizard,"
and he was often portrayed that way in news accounts. One reason for the favorable response to
his testimony, Rudman suggested, was that the public was surprised to find him such an attractive
and sympathetic witness. "I am totally convinced," Rudman continued, "that when this all sinks
in, the American people will have a lot to be concerned about." Sen. William Cohen, (R-Maine),
agreed with that assessment. "This week was overshadowed by the force of his personality," he
said. "But in the long term, the focus will be on policy." None of the more than a dozen lawmakers
interviewed by the NEW YORK TIMES supported the central point in North's testimony that it
was acceptable to lie to Congress and others in the government to protect clandestine foreign
policy initiatives and to finance those operations with secret funds raised outside the government.
Moreover, many senators and representatives said they found particular elements of North's
testimony unbelievable. For example, they said they doubted that he shredded his files last fall
because, as he said, he knew he would be leaving the White House and feared his successor would
not have his "same values" or "perspective." Surely, they said, the main reason for the shredding
was to hide from Congress and perhaps from prosecutors what had happened. Another part of the
testimony many found unbelievable was the assertion that he needed to use money from the Iran
arms sales to pay for a security system for his home because the government would not provide him
with protection. They said they would try to show that he had not made a serious effort to obtain
official protection. July 12: On the CBS program "Face the Nation," Sen. Inouye said that former
national security adviser Adm. John Poindexter had written a memo saying Reagan had been told
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of plans to use profits from the Iran arms sales for covert operations other than supporting the
contras. According to Inouye, the memo did not speak of diverting funds to the contras, but rather
to using the profits for other covert operations. A committee spokesman said Inouye was referring
to a Sept. 15 memo from North to Poindexter that was written so Poindexter could brief Reagan
for a meeting with Shimon Peres, the Israeli Prime Minister. A box at the bottom of the memo was
initialed by Poindexter, who wrote "done" next to it. Despite this, Inouye said it remained unclear
exactly what Poindexter had told Reagan. "Did he, or did he not brief the President, and did the
President approve or disapprove?" Inouye asked. Sen. George J. Mitchell (D-Maine) appearing
on the ABC News program "This Week," said North had shifted "a tremendous burden" from
himself to Poindexter by contending that he sought approval for all his actions from his superiors
primarily Poindexter. But Mitchell recalled that North had testified that it was Casey who first
suggested that the colonel take the blame if the operations became public, but then added that
because North was too junior, Poindexter might have to be the scapegoat. "We may now be seeing
that director Casey, who was, as we all have seen from this, a skillful person working behind the
scenes, he may have been right," Mitchell said. He added that Poindexter would take the blame by
saying that though North came to him for approval, he never actually got Reagan's authorization.
Bobby Inman, a retired admiral and former deputy director of the CIA, said that in Casey's view
"you could only conduct covert operations effectively if there was plausible deniability." Inman,
who served under Casey, said the problem was that the law requiring a presidential "finding" or
authorization for covert operations meant that Congress had to be notified. Since "the process of
getting a presidential finding automatically removed plausible deniability," Inman said on the
NBC News program "Meet the Press," Casey was trying to find another way to conduct covert
operations. July 13: The following points were made during testimony before the congressional
select committees by Lt. Col. Oliver North: * Sen. George J. Mitchell (D-Maine) said North "asked
that Congress not cut off aid to the contras `for the love of God and for the love of country.'" Mitchell
asked North to "please remember that others share that devotion (to this country) and recognize
that it is possible for an American to disagree with you on aid to the contras and still love God, and
still love this country, just as much as you do." * North had many defenders, the most fervent of
which was Sen. Orrin G. Hatch (R-Utah). Hatch said he disapproved of the US-Iran arms sales,
covert operations run by the National Security Council, lying to Congress and the diversion of armssale funds to the Nicaraguan contras, which he said was a "neat idea," but not right. Nevertheless,
he told North "I don't want you prosecuted. I don't. I don't think many people in America do. And
I think there's going to be one lot of hell raised if you are." * Rep. Dick Cheney (R-Wyo.) challenged
the statement made by Sen. Daniel Inouye (D-Hawaii) on CBS's "Face the Nation" July 12 that the
committees had an "important document" indicating that former national security adviser John M.
Poindexter had briefed President Reagan on the use of "residuals" North's term for profits from the
Iranian arms sales to fund covert operations. The ranking House Republican on the panel said he
found no "reference in there at all to the notion of generating profits from selling arms to Iran, nor
do I find any reference to the use of those profits in the memo that allegedly went to the president."
Inouye, the chairman of the Senate panel, defended his statement and said he was trying to "make
it very clear" to the administration that a response would be necessary. [White House spokesman
Marlin Fitzwater called Inouye's charaterization of the memo "totally inaccurate" and reiterated
that Reagan had "never been briefed on diversion of funds or any excess funds" from the Iran
weapons sales.] * Sen. Warren Rudman (R-NH), vice chairman of the Senate committee and a contra
aid supporter, rejected an earlier North statement that Congress "must accept the blame" for the
secret White House aid to the contras because of its "fickle" funding policies. Rudman said that
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since 1981 the majority of the US public has opposed funding the Nicaraguan rebel movement. "The
American people have the constitutional right to be wrong. What Ronald Reagan thinks, or what
Oliver North thinks, or what I think, or what anybody else thinks makes not a whit if the American
people say `enough.' And that's why this Congress has been 'fickle' and has vacillated." July 14:
As North's testimony was concluded in the first half of the day, he gave little new information. He
did say he had refused a $1 million bribe from Manucher Ghorbanifar to continue the weapons
sales. He said he had not told his superiors about the bribe attempt. Next, he gave the committees a
special presentation of the slide show he had used when he sought to convince potential supporters
of the Nicaraguan contras that they are a bulwark against "the Soviet threat in this hemisphere."
Because security considerations prevented the lights from being turned off in the Senate hearing
room, North held the slides up one by one and recited his pitch for support of Reagan's Nicaragua
policy. Some panel members had charged that he used the slide show as a possibly illegal tool to
help entice wealthy conservatives to contribute money to the contras. North denied ever engaging
in contra fund-raising, and administration backers wanted the briefing performed before TV
cameras in the belief it would show the contras favorably and rally public support for them. North's
presentation was an expanded and updated variation on material mostly aerial photographs of
alleged military installations and weaponry strung together by anticommunist rhetoric that the
administration has been showing to audiences around the country for at least five years. The major
assertions of this briefing are that Nicaragua's Sandinista government is dominated by communists
who want to turn the country into a totalitarian state on the model of Cuba and the Soviet Union,
and that the Sandinistas are engaged in a massive military buildup threatening other Central
American countries. Some of the aerial photos in North's presentation show what he alleged
were Nicaraguan military installations built according to an alleged Cuban model, airfields with
runways lengthened to handle Soviet jets, and buildups of Soviet equipment inside Nicaragua. The
administration has been using versions of these photos to press its case since March 1982, when
it invited the press to a lengthy State Department briefing by Adm. Bobby R. Inman, then deputy
director of the CIA. In the years since, the administration has developed a far-reaching public
diplomacy program in which North and other senior officials involved with Central America have
given similar briefings to audiences of reporters, business and civic leaders and others that the
administration wanted to impress. North was especially active in making his presentation to groups
that were invited to the White House under the Central American Outreach program conceived by
former presidential aide Faith Ryan Whittlesey. Former national security adviser Robert McFarlane
returned as a witness in the afternoon and directly contradicted parts of North's testimony. "Our
basic disagreement," McFarlane said, "involves a clear implication that I permitted with knowledge
the creation of a separate, clandestine and far-reaching network of private operations and that
involved private profits and which was to be concealed even from other members of the executive
branch." "This is untrue," McFarlane continued, "because it is unthinkable. It violates every tenet of
my political beliefs. Colonel North did report to me from time to time on a few, but certainly not all
of the activities that went beyond mere political support for the contras." McFarlane said he never
told Reagan what North was doing because he did not know himself. Specifically Mcfarlane made
these points rebutting North's testimony: * He did not know North was conducting a clandestine
operation out of the White House to supply the contras. * He did not know North had employed
retired major general Richard Secord to direct the airlift of those supplies. * Rather than instructing
North to alter sensitive, classified documents, as North testified, he ordered him not to do so. * He
knew nothing of a plan North said he and Casey had conceived to make North the "fall guy" should
the covert operations be disclosed. * He instructed North not to solicit money from private citizens
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and did not know of his relationship with Channell, who has been convicted of illegal fund-raising.
In response to a question about whether Reagan knew of North's activities, McFarlane replied,
"Not from me." McFarlane did say, however, that Reagan had frequently expressed his concern to
keep the contras going in 1984, as government aid began to run out. McFarlane said he "translated"
Reagan's views to North, but he said he took issue with North's repeated claim that he always acted
under orders. (Basic data from several reports by NEW YORK TIMES, WASHINGTON POST,
AGENCE FRANCE PRESSE)

-- End --
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